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To all those I have had the privilege of ordaining as deacon and priest in the Reading episcopal area of the Diocese of Oxford and in the Diocese of Chelmsford – may God continue to bless and sustain you in the ministry we share.




How beautiful on the mountains


Are the feet of the messenger who announces peace,


who brings good news


who announces salvation,


who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’


Listen! Your sentinels lift up their voices,


together they sing for joy.


ISAIAH 52.7−8, NRSV




How to Use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




INTRODUCTION


A friend of mine once said that the main problem with the Church was the clergy. Not the clergy as people; they were, as far as she could gather, good and honourable men and women. Well, most of them! No, it was the very notion of clergy that was the problem. After all, wasn’t ministry supposed to belong to everyone? Wasn’t this the radical idea at the heart of the New Testament?


According to her analysis, priesthood was an Old Testament idea that was done away with on the cross along with temples and sacrifices and all the other (now redundant) paraphernalia of priesthood. By bringing it back, the Church had sold out on what was essential to its vocation, to be itself the priestly people of God, exercising what she referred to as ‘the priesthood of all believers’.


I’ve been a bishop in the Church of England for fifteen years. I have interviewed a lot of people who are seriously considering a vocation to ordained ministry. I have told this story of my friend’s view of priesthood to virtually all of them. I have asked them how they would respond. Why do we have priests? And if we do have them, in the light of what we know God has done in Christ, the High Priest and perfecter of our faith, what sort of ministers should these priests be? 


People’s answers have varied enormously. Some, alarmingly, given that this is an interview about becoming a priest, don’t seem to have given the matter very much thought at all. Others, thinking my friend’s views must also be my own, agree with her rather too readily. But most, in my view, seem too quick to go in one of two equally dubious directions. Seizing upon the two biblical passages that most readily appear to counter my friend’s argument (Jesus selecting twelve apostles and then those apostles selecting seven deacons), the priesthood is either elevated to a position of grandiose leadership, or reduced to become not much more than a supervisor or manager, a keeper of the ministerial rota and the caretaker of the church.


Actually, these two pieces of Scripture are the key to understanding ordained ministry, but they need to be held together in creative tension, not seen as separate pathways. But that is to jump ahead of ourselves.


This book is my answer to my own question. It attempts to deal with the question: Why priests exactly, and how we should understand the ministry of the ordained priesthood in a Church where ministry does indeed belong to everyone?


As well as interviewing a lot of would-be priests, I have also ordained several hundred. It is the particular joy of episcopal ministry to be the one who ordains and sends out new ministers. Almost all the chapters in this book began life as an address given in the Chelmsford Diocesan Retreat House at Pleshey to those about to be ordained as priests in the Church of God. When I became Bishop of Chelmsford in 2010, I consciously decided to take a different aspect of ordained ministry and reflect upon it each year with those I would be ordaining the next day. These addresses are now gathered together, hacked about a bit, added to and subtracted from (I inevitably found myself saying some things every year to each group of ordinands) and brought together as what I believe is a much-needed (and, with hope, confident) re-presentation of the call to priesthood. I have edited only where necessary, either to expand a point, delete too many unnecessary repetitions from year to year (though I think the repetitions are not insignificant and therefore some remain), and then to add in some things that I believe are important, but may be not best said on the night before an ordination. But even though they have been carefully edited and woven into a book about ordained ministry, I trust that their integrity as actual addresses given to real people about to be ordained remains; and because they were always conceived as a series of addresses that would become a book, I hope readers will find that they hang together as a single enterprise, and not just a series of separate reflections. 


I want very much to say how good and how beautiful it is to serve as a priest in God’s Church. I want to place this vocation within the wider vocation of the whole people of God, and within the historic threefold pattern of ministry − bishop, priest and deacon – that the Church has inherited from its beginnings in the New Testament and in the first centuries of its life. I believe there is wisdom here that we neglect at our peril. It gives us a leadership and a ministry that is more than, and different from, the leadership of the world: a leadership and a ministry that is rooted in Christ.


But I also passionately believe that ministry does belong to everyone and that because of our baptism everyone has a share in the ministry of Christ and a responsibility to live as his disciples. However, I also believe that the incarnational and sacramental pattern of the Christian faith means that as Christ himself is the sacrament of God, God made visible and tangible to us in flesh and blood like ours, then it is Christ himself who ordains and sends out particular ministers, not just to lead and serve his Church (though, as we shall see, this is a primary part of ordained ministry), but also as evangelists and prophets to teach and preach, to hold the powerful to account, and to speak of God’s kingdom of justice and peace in a world of ever increasing confusion and hurt. This exacting and exhilarating call to priesthood needs to be reimagined and reasserted in every generation. However, it seems especially important at the moment, not just because the world is so racked by pain and rocked by indecision, or because the failures of leadership in so many walks of life leave people unsure where to put their faith beyond the transitory pleasures of their own security and material satisfaction, but because the Church itself sometimes seems to have lost confidence in its own vocation to offer a leadership that is prophetic, contemplative and sacramental, as well as professional.


The book is also, therefore, rooted in that text that should be the title deed for all ordained ministry, namely the Ordinal: the book of ordination services given by the Church to frame and understand ordained ministry and included in the Declaration of Assent of the Church of England as one of its three most significant source documents. Of course, there is wisdom to be found elsewhere – not least in the Scriptures, but also in all kinds of other sources, both secular and sacred, where other people’s reflections and experiences of leadership can inform ours. The Ordinal, though, is the book that tells us what we think ordained ministry should be. It also contains the prayers that are prayed as we are ordained.


Having said that, I realise what I am considering here may appear to be limited to Anglicans, since it is the Ordinal of the Church of England that is my source and guide in all that follows. But because, as we shall discover, the Ordinal is itself deeply rooted in the Scriptures, I hope and believe that this book will be of benefit to Christians of many different denominations as we discover together what it means to lead God’s Church. I also note that some of the ecumenical documents on ministry affirm and promote the ideas that I am emphasising here. So although this is unapologetically a book that focuses on Anglican ministry, I believe it can be relevant and valuable to all.


‘Read poems as prayers’


In his sequence of poems Station Island, Seamus Heaney presents us, rather beautifully, with a ‘poem within a poem’. It tells the story of someone looking for a chance to start again and to salvage what has been lost in their life. In some sort of trance-like state they either remember making their confession or perhaps even go to a priest to make a confession. The priest says this:


What came to nothing could always be replenished. 


‘Read poems as prayers,’ he said, ‘and for your penance 


translate me something by Juan de la Cruz.’1


Such a penance is rather daunting. Hollywood has it that the absolved penitent is usually given so many ‘Our Fathers’ and ‘Hail Marys’ to say. In reality a penance is more likely to be something to be offered as a sign of amendment of life that is connected in some way to the nature of the sins confessed, or something to meditate on that will aid the amendment of our lives more generally, such as a psalm or a story from the Gospels. But to translate from the Spanish a poem by John of the Cross is, by any estimation, a tall order. For Seamus Heaney it provides the pretext for the poem within the poem: he offers a profoundly beautiful translation of one of John of the Cross’s most famous poems, ‘Although it is the Night’.


I like Heaney’s suggestion that we can ‘read poems as prayers’. So, in recent years, whenever I have been asked to lead a retreat I have encouraged the retreatants to discover their inner poet. I have shared with them a Gospel story where Jesus is asking people questions; I have then invited them to respond by writing a poem that is – as it were − their answer to Jesus. And for those who find writing poems impossibly difficult (and they usually form the majority), I have said write a prayer instead, and then let them discover for themselves that poems and prayers are, as Rowan Williams puts it, ‘close cousins’. 


Some of the poems written have been very beautiful, and since most of the quiet days and retreats I lead are for clergy, I have started to amass a little collection of poems by clergy reflecting on different aspects of their ministry. It seemed fitting, then, as the Word was made flesh, and as a priest is the one who is a walking sacrament of God’s love and purposes in Christ, to scatter a few of these poems throughout the book. They are not necessarily great poetry. But they are keenly felt. 


Most priests are wordsmiths of one sort or another. The sermon is a little work of art. Prayers are poems. So these poems reveal the vocation of those who have worked hard for many years enfleshing faith for congregations whose members are both stubborn and eager. They are not explanations of ministry. They don’t tell us what ordination means. I’ve tried to do that in this book. But the poems do say something else; something that prose finds elusive. They start to say how it feels to be a priest, what it costs and how faith and vocation can be sustained.


I dedicate the book to all those I have had the honour and privilege of ordaining within the Church of England, and especially in the wonderfully vast and diverse Diocese of Chelmsford where I serve. On all the occasions where I have spoken to those about to be ordained I have wanted to instruct and inspire them in the ways and patterns of ordained ministry; and most of all I have wanted to share its joys and the sense of adventure that comes with following Christ in this way. For me, despite its challenges and ubiquitous encounters with darkness that can often be its daily bread, the ordained life has been a liberation and a joy (it has enabled me to become more myself, for it has been the discovery of God’s call on my life). It has been joy to serve and lead the people of God and to try and bring something of the light and brilliance of Christ into the dark and neglected corners of human lives and human existence. It has been a joy to see the Church flourish and grow. It has even been a joy, though often of an acutely painful kind, to sit with those who hurt and falter, and indeed with a Church that is faltering, and try to see what Christ can do and where God’s love can be found and claimed. There is, in my experience, a curiosity and longing in the human heart for the things of God: it doesn’t go away, though it sometimes finds succour in other places, be they helpful, neutral, frivolous or malign. Being a priest has nourished my own humanity and helped me become the person I am meant to be. It has helped me see the world as God sees it and make the world as God would have it be.


It has been a joy to share this with others. It is, after all, the only hope for the world. How could it be otherwise? The world belongs to God, and his Christ is light and life for all.






Part One
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CHAPTER ONE


Priests for a priestly people


I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it.


1 PETER 5.1B−2


A few years ago I was interviewing a would-be ordinand and asked him if he had read anything about the priesthood and if so what he’d made of it. He mentioned a book that I think is still on many reading lists, though had better at this point remain nameless. He said he had found it interesting, at times insightful, but it had just left him feeling exhausted. The model of ministry it seemed to be expounding was still one where the priest did everything, or at least maintained control of everything. The theological starting point seemed to be, ‘priest as minister, everyone else as helper’, rather than the startling biblical vision that ministry belongs to everyone and that the priest has a particular role within the body.


I think many books on priesthood and ministry make this mistake, though often unwittingly. The ministry of the ‘priestly people of God’ soon becomes the ministry of the ordained priest, and lay ministry is reduced to filling gaps, undertaking delegated tasks, or merely ‘helping the vicar’ – because they are obviously so busy. It was this busyness − and the exhaustion that goes with it − that troubled this ordinand. Although there is another danger, namely when the biblical notion of the priestly people of God becomes the impressive sounding, but in my view rather less than biblical ‘priesthood of all believers’. I don’t find this phrase helpful. It can lead you to think that everyone is a priest. Whereas the biblical language, as we will discover, is corporate not individual. 1 Peter declares that God’s people are ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people’ (1 Peter 2.9). Every one of these phrases describes us in relationship to each other − a race, a nation, a priesthood − not as individuals. This is profoundly counter-cultural. Our society teaches us to define ourselves as individuals. We prize this sense of ourselves as separate from one another and as self-determining. The radical biblical idea is that we belong to each other.


So how might we approach priesthood differently? What is the role of the ordained minister? How should we understand the priesthood today?


Two approaches seem to dominate contemporary thinking. First, the priest becomes a sort of manager, someone charged with responsibility for organising and maintaining the ministry of everyone else within an institution. I’m not sure this is what any of us gave our lives for. Neither do I actually think, despite some clergy insisting otherwise, that this is what any of the books or papers that are accused of turning clergy into managers actually intend. But the other approach is even more dangerous. I don’t know how to sum it up, but you could describe it as ‘the priest who is definitely not a manager’. This rather sentimental model of ministry sees the priest as someone who is far too holy to dirty their hands with any management at all, let alone leadership. The priestly hands are made to pray, bless and celebrate the sacraments. Anything else is anathema. As I shall go on to explain, priesthood has never had this purely pietistic function. But it is beguiling for some, who are daunted by the challenges of being a missionary Church that engages fully with the world it serves, and a Church in which everyone ministers. 


So where, then, do we turn to uncover and understand the historic vocation of the ordained minister? Well, we start with our theology of the Church. 


The Church is a community, not an organisation or an institution; a community of men and women formed by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and his impact in the world, and constantly being transformed by the activity and outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Yes, we have organisation. Yes, we appear to be an institution and have inevitably developed many associated characteristics and functions to operate and thrive, but, fundamentally, we remain what we have always been: a body of men and women centred on Christ, and one in which ministry is shared by everyone and in which certain people are called and commissioned (we use the word ‘ordained’) for a specific role of oversight. 


And to understand this particular role we turn, unsurprisingly, to the Ordinal. This document – the rite that is used for the ordination of every priest in the Church of England – gives us all we need to understand the depths, functions and identity of ordained ministry, though, as we shall see, this ministry is never straightforward; and since we exercise it in many different ways according to our different gifts, calling and circumstances, we often need to place one insight alongside another and discover the truth of vocation somewhere in-between.


What may come as a surprise is that the first text in the Ordinal we need to look at is not the order for priests, but that for bishops. It is the bishop’s ministry that regulates and shapes the Church on earth, and, paradoxically, it is by understanding the apostolic vocation of the bishop – the one who orders and has oversight of the whole church − that you can begin to understand and inhabit the vocation of a priest within it. 


Therefore, all ordination services in the Church of England, be they for bishops, priests or deacons, begins with these tremendous words:


God calls his people to follow Christ, and forms us into a royal priesthood, a holy nation to declare the wonderful deeds of him who has called us out of darkness into his marvellous light.


The Church is the Body of Christ, the people of God and the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit. In baptism the whole Church is summoned to witness to God’s love and to work for the coming of his kingdom.1 


This beautifully sums up our theology of the Church and our theology of ministry. In following Christ, we are enlisted in his service. And we might add: whether we like it or not, we are enlisted in his service. Through baptism we all become witnesses to Christ and workers for the kingdom of God. And some Christians will not like it, and some may rail against it; but there is actually no choice: ministry is the work and witness of the whole Church. Indeed, the Introduction to the Ordinal opens with a powerful and pithy phrase that sums this up: ‘The ministry of the Church is the ministry of Christ.’2 Each person is then called to discover their part in it. This will vary according to people’s different circumstances, talents, availability, personality and passions. But even if our lives end up being a very poor witness to Christ, we are witnessing nevertheless.


The task of leadership in any organisation is the wellbeing and flourishing of the organisation itself, according to its particular vocation and purpose. It is very important to appreciate this. Get your understanding of leadership wrong, and everything that follows will be wrong as well. So in the Church, the task of leadership is to serve the whole Church and build it up so that each person may discover the part they are called to play in witnessing to Christ and building the kingdom, and to be ready for the inevitable sacrifices that go with a life following Christ, and for the conflicts and persecutions that may come. Leadership in the Church is not an easy thing. 


Having said that, it is also worth noting early on that you won’t find the word ‘leader’ in the New Testament. As Nicholas Henshall has observed, it only starts being used by the Church in the mid- to late twentieth century. He suggests we might be embarrassed by many of the traditional words the Church has used. Hopefully this won’t be the case after you have read this book! But he also points out that it might be because we want to look like other organisations. Reflecting on passages such as Matthew 20.20−8, Mark 10.35−45, and Luke 22.24−7 (ones we will refer to later), Henshall writes that ‘Jesus uses a whole range of words for leadership, power and authority and then explicitly and emphatically rejects them as titles for ordained elders in the Christian community.’3 ‘It will not be so among you’, says Jesus (Matthew 20.26). In other words, it is not that leadership is not needed in the Christian community, but it will be of a different type and character. It is godly, servant leadership that is required.


This might also be the point to mention that the word ‘priest’ isn’t used in the New Testament to describe these leaders either. There was a perfectly good and well-known Greek word for priest – hiereus – that the New Testament writers could have used. But this is shunned as well. In the New Testament the words ‘priest’ and ‘priesthood’ are only used to describe Jesus our High Priest (see Hebrews 7.26 and 8.1) and, as we have already noted, in 1 Peter, the priesthood of the whole Church. The words the New Testament does use are episcopos (‘over-seer’) from where we get the word ‘bishop’, and presbuteros, of which the best translation is probably ‘elder’ but whose ideas lie behind what we now call a priest. Note in the Ordinal that the Ordination Service itself is therefore called the Ordination of Priests also called Presbyters (my italics).4


So why do we use the word ‘priest’? Partly, the answer is tradition. The word ‘priest’ has become the default word. However, by including alongside it and in part qualifying it by saying ‘also called presbyter’ the Church of England makes clear that it understands a priest to be someone who by their oversight and leadership in the Church serves the priesthood of the whole people of God. This word will still be problematic for some – and priests are free to call themselves presbyters – while reassuring and irritating ecumenical partners in equal measure. Some use this word. Others definitely don’t!


However, the way the word is used in the Anglican tradition, and particularly the way the meaning is fleshed out by the other words and images that the Ordinal draws from Scripture, gives us a distinct Anglican picture of what servant, priestly leadership is like, a leadership that serves the priestly ministry of the whole Church.


Therefore, the Ordinal goes on to say in each service, be it the ordination of a bishop, priest or deacon: ‘To serve this royal priesthood, God has given particular ministries.’5 For the episcopate it reads: ‘Bishops are ordained to be shepherds of Christ’s flock and guardians of the faith of the apostles, proclaiming the gospel of God’s kingdom and leading his people in mission.6 (We will return to the significance of the word ‘shepherd’ later.) As leader in mission, the bishop is ordained to teach the faith; lead the people of God in prayer and praise; train, equip, encourage, license and commission new ministers, so that the Church can become what it is meant to be, God’s transforming presence in and for the world.


When a priest is licensed or instituted to lead a church (the technical word for this is that they become the incumbent of a parish), as the licence is read out and given to the priest, the bishop declares: ‘Receive the cure of souls which is yours and mine’. This, too, is significant. It dramatically signifies that the mission of the Church – the care of the souls of that parish – and it must be noted it is parish, i.e. everyone who lives in that locality, not congregation – is shared by the bishop and the priest who is the bishop’s representative in the parish extending their ministry of oversight, pastoral care and leadership in mission.


This, then, is the primary focus of the priest’s ministry: to embody and live out the apostolic ministry – the ministry of Christ – that they share with and receive from the bishop. This is why for priests the Introduction says that they ‘share with the bishop in the oversight of the Church’.7 


It also goes on to say that ‘with the Bishop and their fellow presbyters, they are to sustain the community of the faithful by the ministry of word and sacrament, that we all may grow into the fullness of Christ and be a living sacrifice acceptable to God’.8 This again links the ministry of priest and bishop, and emphasises the purpose of this ministry which is to enable the whole people of God to fulfil their vocation to grow into the fullness of Christ and witness to God’s kingdom in the world. It also says that it is by word and sacrament more than anything else that this work will be done. It is by receiving the Word of God as a light for the pathway through life (see Psalm 119.105) and the sacraments as rations for the journey, that the whole of life is rooted and shaped by Christ, and that the whole people of God are instructed and nourished and then released for their ministry in the world. This emphasis on the priest as one who works at the table and the pulpit is something we will return to again and again in this book. It is something tremendously obvious, but it is also in danger of being neglected. A priest’s job is to break open God’s word and to celebrate the sacraments of the New Covenant. Nothing is more basic, nor more important, for one called to priesthood and therefore to servant leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ.
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